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CLINICS in Haematology were introduced some 10 years ago to provide in depth reviews of different
aspects of the discipline and have become an accepted and highly respected part of haematology
literature. To mark the 10th anniversary there has been a break from tradition and rather than dealing
with a specialised topic, the present issue is devoted to Haematology in Tropical Areas. That the specialty
is different is illustrated bythe complexity ofinterpretation ofresults. Well people chronically exposed to
malarial infection may develop polyclonal gammopathy and ESR's of up to 85 mm in the first hour and
the mean haemoglobin value in adult, non-pregnant females varies from 74 g/l in India to 174 g/l in
Mexico; this being determined not only by the degree of malnutrition in the community but by the
altitude of the area. As would be expected, diseases caused by malnutrition and infectious agents
dominate the specialty in these areas and the theme that remedies lie with political action rather than
medicine is a recurring one.
There is a sharp contrast between the two commonest causes of anaemia in the tropics, namely that
due to dietary deficiency of folic acid or iron and sickle cell anaemia. For nutritional anaemias the
remedies are clearly defined, simple and inexpensive, whereas with sickle cell anaemia an enormous
world-wide effort has gone into the definition of the defect in biochemical terms with, as yet, little
prospect of effective therapy.
The section on sickle cell anaemia, which has become the prototype of molecular disease in man, is
particularly of interest. The clinical and essential haematological features of this disease were first
described in the U.S.A. in 1919 but it was not until 1945 that it was appreciated that the disease occurred
in Africa and thebasic pattern ofinheritance was defined shortlyafterwards. Thereis now muchevidence
that individuals heterozygous for sickle cell haemoglobin trait are relatively resistant to Plasmodium
falciparum infection, because infection with theplasmodium favours sickling, which is detrimental to the
parasite. Malaria is a severe threat to homozygous sickle cell patients and malarial infection adds a
further cause for haemolysis and anaemia in patients already suffering from these problems. This
phenomenon is the most typical example in the human species of a genetic polymorphism balanced by
environmental selection.
Another outstanding chapter is that on lymphoma and leukaemia and particularly the account of
Burkitt's lymphoma, now clearly defined as a distinct pathological entity of undifferentiated malignant
lymphoma of B lymphocyte origin. The disease takes its name from the work of Dr. Denis Burkitt, a
British surgeon who, while working in Uganda, identified the clinical syndrome of children who
presented with enormous tumours of the jaws and eyes and in whom the illness progressed to
disseminated lymphoma. Thedisease occursonlyin welldefined areas with definiteclimaticconditions of
temperature and rainfall and perhaps its greatest interest istheoverwhelming evidenceoftheinvolvement
ofEpstein-Barr virus in its aetiology. Burkitt's lymphoma is also associated with endemic malaria and it
is now thought that malarial infection causes immunosuppression, permitting proliferation of the EB
virus-transformed cells. In this country EB virus causes infectious mononucleosis and the different
clinical manifestations of the same agent in different populations is a most fascinating chapter in
geographic pathology. The studies ofthis phenomenon have contributed greatly to the understanding of
immunity and malignancy.
There are other interesting chapters on red cell enzyme deficiencies, haemorrhagic disorders and the
organisation of blood bank and blood transfusion and overall this is a publication in which many
different specialists will find much to interest and entertain. JMB
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